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The Strategic Corporal in Kosovo
by Capt Paul C. Merida

Decentralized operations mean new challenges for small unit leaders.

On one particular afternoon in
Kosovo, a Marine corporal, a

mortarmanby trade,standspostat a
checkpoint his platoon has estab-
lished in order to confiscate
weaponsandestablisha presencein
the area.Heleadsa fire teamof four
Marines including himself. His post
contains a numberof obstaclesto
slow traffic down as well as a sand-
bag bunker containing a PRC-119
and an M249 squad automatic
weapon.It’s hot this day,andthey’ve
beenat this for 3 weeks now with
veryfew problems.In the corporal’s
opinion, his biggest challengehas
been keeping his Marines focused
on the mission.His fire teamsearch-
es a vehicle and lets it continue
when a single shot rings out. The
roundimpactsin the sandbagsnot 2
feet from oneof his Marines. Imme-
diately the corporalacts. He andan-
other Marine return fire at the sus-
pected enemy sniper. He orders
anotherMarine to get on the radio,
call the platoon commander,and
summonthe react force. The two
Marines fire a total of eight rounds
at the sniperwho is at least400 me-
ters away on a hilltop behind a

clump of bushes.The sniper jumps
up and dashesover the top of the
hill. Within 5 minutes the platoon
reactforce is on the scene,within 30
minutesa nearby light armoredve-
hicle platoon is thereas well asa sec-
tion of AH-IW Cobras.The corpo-
ral’s quick thinking enabled the
Marines to suppressthe sniper fire
andbring an overwhelmingamount
of combatpowerto the scenewithin
half an hour. No Marines were in-
jured, and under fire for the first
time, they demonstratedboth poise
andfire discipline.

This wasjust one exampleof how
Marine noncommissionedofficers
(NCOs)in Kosovooperatedandsuc-
ceeded during Operation JOINT
GUARDIAN, June-July 1999. Writing
in the January 1999 issue of the
Gazette, GenCharlesC. Krulak said:

Successor failure will rest, increas-
ingly, with the rifleman andwith his
ability to make the right decision at
the right timeat thepointof contact.

In Kosovo the 26th Marine Expedi-
tionary Unit (Special Operations
Capable),or 26th MEU(SOC), was
taskedwith implementingthe terms
of the Military Technical Agree-

ment signed by the leadersof the
Serbian Armed Forcesand North
Atlantic Treaty Organization. The
MEU operatedin a verylargesector
that contained an abundanceof
Serbian, Albanian, and ethnically
mixed villages and towns. Battalion
Landing Team 3 8, the ground
combat element of the 26th
MEU(SOC), in an effort to cover as
much territory as possible,operat-
ed very decentralized. Individual
companysectorswere much larger
than one would expect, and it was
common for platoonsto be separat-
ed by severalmiles. The methodof
employmentmeantthat the bulk of
the decisionmaking,of necessity,
would fall on the shouldersof the
fire team leaders, squad leaders,
and the staff sergeantsand lieu-
tenantsthat led them. The mission
was difficult and often confusing.
Violence between Albanians and
Serbswaswidespread.andMarines
found themselvesin the middle of
dangerousandpotentiallyexplosive
situations. For NCOs this meant
that, as the former Commandant
said, successor failure would rest
on their shoulders.
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My 81mmmortarplatoonwasgar-
risonedin an Albanian town astride
the main supply route. Our platoon
sectorwas about 25 kilometers long
and includedseveralSerbianandAl-
banianvillages.We operatedtwo per-
manenttraffic controlpoints(vehicle
checkpoints)on either end of town
andranconstantmotorizedas well as
foot mobile patrols all over our sec-
tor 24 hours a day for a month. Ob-
viously my staffnoncommissionedof-
ficers (SNCOs) and I could not be
everywhereall of the time, thus our
corporals and sergeantsended up
making most of the decisions and
were the ones on the scene when
most problems arose. During our
training workup, we had hardly
scratchedthe surfaceof theseareas.
The majority of our time was spent
on being mortarmenas well as the
primary TRAP (tactical recoveryof
aircraftandpersonnel)force for the
MEU. The NCOs were forcedto de-
velop standingoperatingprocedures
for peace enforcementsecurity op-
erationson the fly, basically making
them up as theywent along.I provid-
ed my inputwhen I thoughtit neces-
saryandchangedthings if I thought
they werewrong, but theirjudgment
wasnearly always sound.Their over-
all performancewas superb.

A month later when we were re-
placedby the Army andheadedback
to the boats,it was easyto recognize
the impact and difference we had
made.The Marinesectorwas a more
peacefularea, hundredsof weapons
were confiscated,arrestswere made,
crimeswere solved,propertywas re-
turned to its rightful owners,andwe
hadestablisheda firm presencein the
area—apresencethat meantbusiness
and didn’t tolerate violation of the

rules.Marines were fired on and re-
turned fire when necessary.Marine
NCOswerethepostcommandersand
patrol leaders,they were the vehicle
commandersand the sniper team
leaders.They made decisions, exer-
cisedjudgment,andgot thejob done.

How do we as officers andSNCOs
develop this caliber of leadership
and ensurethat our NCOs are truly
“StrategicCorporals”?Numerousar-
tideshavebeenwritten on this ques-
tion alone, for everyonerecognizes
the importanceof having topnotch
smallunit leaders.In my opinion, de-
veloping decisionmaking within
Marines takes practice. Marines
don’t pin on corporalandautomati-
cally becomeexpertdecisionmakers.
Their ability needsto be developed,
tested, and critiqued. For infantry-
menthereis no better tool for doing
all this than the tactical decision
game(TDG). TDGs not only testthe
decisionmakingability of thosewho
participate, but in addition, they
teachvaluabletactical and technical
concepts. For example, while on
boat in the Adriatic, my NCOs did a
TDG every night. They weren’t just
learning about maneuver warfare;
they were learning to make deci-
sions. They wereforcedto makede-
cisions. Ethical decision gamesand
wargamingrules of engagementdo
the samething. Theycultivatethede-
cisionmakingability of Marinesand
improve the judgment they use to
reachtheir decisions.This is vital be-
causeasGenKrulak said:

... thesemissionswill requirethemto
confidently makewell-reasoneddeci-
sionsunderextremestress—decisions
that will likely be subjectto theharsh
scrutiny of both the media and the
courtof public opinion.

We also need to set our young
NCOsup for success.We cando this
by ensuringthey receive the profes-
sionalandtacticaleducationthey de-
serveandneed.Professionalmilitary
educationcourseslike theCorporal’s
Course and Sergeant’sCourse, as
well as advanced courseslike the
SquadLeader’sCourseandthosefor
machinegunnersand mortarmen,
are essential for developing profi-
cient,well-educated,andwell-round-
ed NCOs. Nothing breeds confi-
dence and respect like military
occupationalspecialtyproficiency.

Lastly, our training both in the
field and in garrison needsto sup-
port our desire to develop strong
NCOs. We must give them the re-
sponsibilitythey desireandrate,and
trust them to get thejob done.We
also, as leaders,need to have the
moralcourageto acceptthefact that
things won’t alwaysget doneexactly
the way we want them to and that
people will make mistakes. It goes
without saying that a Marine who is
afraid to makea mistakewill be less
likely to makea decision.Its our re-
sponsibility to createan atmosphere
that promotes decentralizeddeci-
sionmaking, encouragesinitiative,
and is basedon trust. If we do this
constantly,both in and out of the
field, we will havethe NCOs needed
to ensure mission accomplishment
in a real-world operation. We will
havethetype of NCOs who are truly
“the backboneof the MarineCorps.”
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>Capt Merida remains on duty with 3d Bn,
8th Mar. His article took 5th Place in the
KosovoWriting Contest.

Ouote To Ponder

A LessonFrom Clausewitz
“Every war is unique, with its own causes,characteristics,and strategicand political environments. . . . Each con-
flict must be analyzed,both before and after, from a solid historical foundation but within its own unique context.
This is one of Clausewitz’s lessons.War is not a science,and a willful adversary often will do the unexpected.”

—LtCol Brantley 0. Smith
Proceedings,January 2000
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